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three languages represented here. 
I n i t i a l l y such a p u b l i c a t i o n might be 
devoted to women w r i t e r s , past and 
present. E v e n t u a l l y I hope i t would 
i n c l u d e a sampling of a l l good w r i t e r s 
i n our hemisphere. And tomorrow the 
world! We can i n s i s t t h a t we are 
c i t i z e n s o f the eart h f i r s t , before 
other l o y a l t i e s . And we can b e l i e v e 
w i t h Kazantzaklos t h a t the flame of 
s p i r i t burns i n every person and th a t 
the purpose of l i f e i s t o keep t h a t 
flame a l i v e to i l l u m i n a t e the dark 
passages of our journey. 
Emma, i n C a r o l B o l t ' s Red Emma, has a 
f i n e speech: 
Emma: Woman's development, her freedom, 
her independence must come from 
and through h e r s e l f . F i r s t by 
a s s e r t i n g h e r s e l f as a personal-
i t y and not a sex commodity. 
Second by r e f u s i n g the r i g h t to 
anyone over her body, by r e f u s i n g 
to bear c h i l d r e n unless she wants 
them, by r e f u s i n g to be a servant 
to God, the s t a t e , s o c i e t y , hus-
band, the f a m i l y . By making her 
l i f e s i m p l e r , but deeper and 
r i c h e r . That i s by t r y i n g t o 
l e a r n the meaning and substance 
of l i f e i n a l l i t s c o m p l e x i t i e s , 
by f r e e i n g h e r s e l f from the f e a r 
of p u b l i c o p i n i o n and p u b l i c con-
demnation. Only t h a t w i l l set 
woman f r e e , w i l l make her a force 
h i t h e r t o unknown i n the world, a 
force of r e a l l o v e , f o r peace, 
f o r harmony—a force of d i v i n e 
f i r e , of l i f e - g i v i n g , a c r e a t o r 
of free men and women. 
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In some ways I f i n d i t e a s i e r to an-
swer questions about poetry i n poems 
rath e r than i n prose. A few years 
ago I wrote a poem which answers some 
of the questions people most oft e n ask 
a f t e r poetry readings. I t ' s c a l l e d 
"Poem f o r an Audience of One," and i t 
goes l i k e t h i s : 
POEM FOR AN AUDIENCE OF ONE 
Why do you write ? 
someone has asked me. 
I s i t f o r fame or fortune? 
Do you wish to communicate 
to a l a r g e r audience? 
Have you an important message? 
I would l i k e t o say, 
though I don't, 
t h a t I w r i t e f o r none of these 
reasons. 
I am w r i t i n g now 
to pass the time 
while I am w a i t i n g 
f o r you to telephone. 
Of course, the poem i s p a r t l y a joke 
but i t ' s a l s o p a r t l y t r u e . "Passing 
the time" has often been a reason f o r 
my w r i t i n g and many of my poems have 
been w r i t t e n i n p a r t f o r an audience 
of one, or p o s s i b l y two or three, a l -
though I imagine a l a r g e r audience 
over the shoulders of the audience of 
one. 
My a t t i t u d e to w r i t i n g poems can be 
explained by r e c a l l i n g my f i r s t a t -
tempts t o w r i t e . I began to w r i t e as 
a c h i l d , when I was growing up i n 
r u r a l New Brunswick. We l i v e d on a 
p o v e r t y - s t r i c k e n , i s o l a t e d farm during 
the midst of the Depression. We were 
some di s t a n c e from neighbour c h i l d r e n 
and my brothers and s i s t e r s were a l l 
older than I was. I s t a r t e d to w r i t e 
i n summer vacations because I was 
bored and l o n e l y . A c t u a l l y , I wrote 
prose f i r s t : l i t t l e s t o r i e s and p l a y s , 
something t h a t I c a l l e d a novel and a 
d i a r y . The poems worked themselves 
i n t o the s t o r i e s as the words of songs; 
or I wrote them i n t o the d i a r i e s be-
cause nothing happened and I wanted t o 
f i l l the notebook. I would say some-
th i n g l i k e , "This was a r a i n y day and 
I wrote a poem about May. Here i t i s . " 
And then I would copy out the poem. 
At f i r s t I didn't show what I was 
w r i t i n g to anybody and I was very pro-
t e c t i v e of i t . One day I came home and 
and found my s i s t e r reading one of my 
l i t t l e s t o r i e s aloud t o my mother. I 
was very much upset and went up to my 
room and h i d , I suppose f e e l i n g t h a t 
my p r i v a c y had been in t r u d e d upon. But 
my mother and s i s t e r both t o l d me how 
much they l i k e d what I had w r i t t e n and 
I had my f i r s t t a s t e of applause. Af-
t e r t h a t , I suppose w r i t i n g could never 
be completely p r i v a t e . But I s t i l l 
f e e l t h a t poems are personal and i n -
timate, and the s e l f presented i n them 
i s more genuinely my true s e l f , what-
ever t h a t i s , than the s e l f presented 
i n l e t t e r s or conversation. Poems are 
e s s e n t i a l l y t r u e , even though they may 
be, i n some senses, a bunch of l i e s . 
In a poem I am i n p a r t j u s t t a l k i n g t o 
myself (maybe f i n d i n g out about my-
s e l f ) , although I am a l s o i n p a r t 
t a l k i n g t o a f r i e n d or a group of 
f r i e n d s , some person or persons who 
w i l l understand me and sympathize w i t h 
me more completely than any f r i e n d or 
lov e r or s i s t e r or brother p o s s i b l y 
could. 
I haven't imagined my readers as great 
i n t e l l e c t s , j u s t s e n s i t i v e and i n t u i -
t i v e . I've supposed they might be 
e i t h e r men or women. In romantic 
moments, I've thought they might be 
people l i v i n g a t another time or pl a c e 
who might somehow communicate w i t h my 
s p i r i t when I'm dead. 
Probably because I th i n k of poetry as 
i n t i m a t e , I haven't thought of i t as 
having a "message" i n a d i d a c t i c sense, 
at l e a s t not very o f t e n . One doesn't 
too o f t e n attempt to teach one's 
f r i e n d s ; a f t e r a l l one converses w i t h 
them, one t r i e s to l e t them see what 
i t f e e l s l i k e to be t h i s person i n 
t h i s place a t t h i s time. One shares 
one's g r i e f s or one's amusement. One 
t e l l s them s t o r i e s . Sometimes one 
c a r r i e s on an argument w i t h them. 
Although I don't tend t o t h i n k I'm a 
d i d a c t i c w r i t e r , I do f e e l t h a t I 
g e n e r a l l y say something and the "some-
t h i n g " i s important t o me. One doesn't 
j u s t communicate "messages" or "themes." 
One communicates moods, f e e l i n g s , ob-
s e r v a t i o n s , experience, a t t i t u d e s t o 
experience, memories, dreams. And 
p a r t of what i s communicated i s the 
manner of the poem, the k i n d of l a n -
guage used, the look o f the poem on 
the page, the way i t sounds. I would 
l i k e people who read my poems t o hear 
the v o i c e behind the poems and hear i t 
as the v o i c e o f a f r i e n d . The v o i c e 
of a f r i e n d echoes i n one's ears and 
communicates more s u b t l y than any 
"message" the f r i e n d may seem t o be 
d e l i v e r i n g . 
Some poets a r e , o r appear t o be objec-
t i v e and impersonal and are not t o be 
found, or a t l e a s t not very r e a d i l y , 
i n t h e i r poems. But t h a t ' s not t r u e 
of me. As a matter of f a c t , I am 
probably more r e a d i l y found i n my 
poems than i n t h i s room. I'm more r e -
laxed w i t h the f r i e n d s I imagine than 
w i t h the people I have coffee w i t h . 
That's why I can w r i t e — w i t h t r u t h f o r 
me—a poem c a l l e d "Biography and the 
Poet:" 
BIOGRAPHY AND THE POET 
(A Poem f o r Cathy) 
Why, someone asks, 
t h i s i n t r u s t i o n 
of the poet's l i f e ? 
Why i s n ' t the poem 
separate and anonymous 
as the bridge across a r i v e r 
which e x i s t s only t o support 
i t s burden of cars and people? 
Who cares about the poet 
any more than about the engineer? 
Maybe because 
poems a f t e r a l l 
are not made of s t e e l or concrete, 
are not shaped w i t h the a i d of 
b l u e p r i n t s , 
cannot be d u p l i c a t e d 
over another r i v e r . 
Poems are more organic; 
at worst excremental, 
at best l i k e c h i l d r e n , 
separate but wearing 
the p a r e n t a l f e a t u r e s ; 
sometimes maybe p l a n t s , 
green mysteries 
sp r i n g i n g unexpected 
from the heart's humus. 
I t ' s a more r e a l presence, maybe, 
t h i s red maple, 
than the bones of the dead poet 
feeding i t s r o o t s ; 
but be c a r e f u l how you crush 
under your f i n g e r s 
these b r i t t l e wafer leaves 
which look dry and powdery. 
You might break through t o f l e s h . 
Your whole hand might be 
sopped i n blood. 
As you can see, th a t poem s t a r t s as 
another "poem f o r an audience of one," 
a poem f o r a s p e c i f i c g i r l named 
Cathy w i t h whom I'd had a d i s c u s s i o n 
about biography and the poet. But the 
"you" who i s addressed a t the end of 
the poem i s probably not so much 
Cathy as another d i s t a n t anonymous 
reader who may read the " b r i t t l e wafer 
leaves" of my p o e t r y — o r someone 
el s e ' s poetry—some time i n the future, 
and f i n d h e r s e l f (himself?) encounter-
in g the " r e a l presence" of the poet 
(myself? somebody else?) i n a ki n d of 
mystic t r a n s u b s t a n t i a t i o n of paper i n -
to f l e s h and blood. I t ' s something 
I've f e l t when I've read other poets: 
I guess I'd l i k e some people t o f e e l 
the same way about my poems. 
Margaret Atwood 
When I f i r s t s t a r t e d t o w r i t e poetry 
I had no audience, nor could I imagine 
one. I was s i x t e e n and i n f o u r t h year 
h i g h school. The year was 1956, the 
accepted stance f o r g i r l s was c o l l e c t -
ing china and w a i t i n g to get married, 
and although my immediate f r i e n d s d i d 
not conform t o t h i s mould—one wanted 
t o be a doctor, one a p s y c h o l o g i s t , 
one an a c t r e s s — n o n e of them wanted to 
be poets. The only Canadian poem I 
had ever heard about was Wilson Mac-
Donald' s, "The S c a r l e t Maple Tree," as 
Canadian l i t e r a t u r e was not taught 
much i n the schools. So I had some 
vague n o t i o n t h a t I wanted t o w r i t e 
